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Devon Birds, South Milton Ley SSSI Southern Ditch Proposal 

Summary proposal 

To widen, deepen and re-profile 80-100m of an existing shallow drainage ditch adjacent to and 

running NE from the public footpath across the SSSI in order to create an area of open fresh water 

of sufficient depth to prevent re-colonisation by Common reed (Phragmites australis). This is 

intended both to increase biodiversity in the area and to raise the water table.  

Location 

The ditch runs along the southern edge of the reedbed at South Milton Ley from the eastern 

boundary of the SSSI for a distance of about 1km before dissipating into the western reedbed. The 

location of the proposed works is shown in Figures 1 and 2. 

 

Figure 1: Location and extent of South Milton Ley SSSI (hatched area), with length of proposed widened 

and deepened ditch marked in red, southeast of the sewage works. 



 

Figure 2: White = proposed location of widened and deepened ditch; Red = public footpath; Blue = 

southern ditch. 

Proposal 

To widen, deepen and re-profile 80-100m of an existing shallow drainage ditch flowing southwest 

to about 10 meters short of the public footpath across the SSSI in order to create an area of open 

fresh water of sufficient depth to prevent re-colonisation by Common Reed (Phragmites australis). 

The existing ditch has vertical banks and averages 2m wide by 1m deep along the length to be 

modified, and the current water depth is around 0.5m (Figure 3). It is proposed to widen the ditch 

to 4m at its base and deepen it to an minimum water depth of 1.5 - 2.0m It will follow the slightly 

curved line of the existing ditch, with most of the banks re-profiled to 30
o
 (Figure 4). Current inlet 

and outlet inverts would be maintained (Figure 5). Banks would be scalloped in places with some 

short sections left vertical to increase diversity. Spoil from the excavation will be deposited 

predominantly on the north side of the ditch along the line of an existing 1m wide bank and used to 

widen it to c. 4m to enable future access for maintenance work. Construction of the bank on this 

side of the ditch will result in minimal loss of reedbed habitat. The spoil will be consolidated and 

profiled and any healthy trees or shrubs removed during the excavation will be replanted along the 

northern edge of the raised bank to encourage Cetti’s warblers and other breeding birds. 



 

Figure 3: Section across the existing ditch.



 

Figure 4: Section across the widened and deepened ditch with the spoil used to create a bank on the northern edge. 



 

Figure 5: Section along the length of the widened and deepened ditch. 



Timing 

It is proposed to commence and complete the ditching and bank construction works in September 

2017 when the area is at its driest. This will facilitate access of heavy plant and minimise its impact 

upon paths around and across the Ley and will also avoid disturbance to breeding birds.  

Duration 

Contractor’s plant is expected to be on site for 2 weeks in September 2017. 

Contractors plant 

The contractor is proposing to use a 4 tonne, tracked excavator with a long reach arm. This will 

enable all excavation and profiling of the ditch to be executed from its northern side and will avoid 

any damage to existing reedbed. 

Site access 

Devon Birds has a right of access across neighbouring land, currently enabling tractors with rotary 

mowing equipment to maintain paths around the perimeter of the reserve. Contractor’s plant will 

access the site via this route. Plant will not have to cross the public footpath in order to enter the 

northern half of the reserve, (see Figure 6). There is no public access to the operational area and 

warning notices will be erected to inform the public and Devon Birds’ members. 

 

Figure 6: Access route for contractor’s equipment (green line). 


